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PROLOGUE

It was an unusual way to spend any
morning, but Barry Young was an unusual guy. Barry was in a
computer-generated dream world where he got to do whatever he
wanted, but only part of his brain knew it. The other parts of his
brain were being scanned via laser for emotions and memories that
would keep this Earthling sedated in this oddly blissful prison for
the duration of his twenty-six life sentences.

Jogging through a suburban cul de sac,
wearing nothing but the white Adidas running shoes he adored in his
youth, Barry smiled and waved at passersby. He saw well-dressed
suburbanites checking their mail, walking their dogs and mowing
their lawns. This environment was a combination of images from
classic sitcoms Barry would have watched with his parents and
grandparents, shows that portrayed monetarily idealized home lives.
But it was mixed with images from his own upbringing, friends,
family and neighbors from where he actually grew up in New York
City. This combination created the most colorfully diverse suburb
Barry ever saw, one that aliens artificially generated out of his
memories and imagination.

All the neighbors waved back, big
smiles on their faces and hearty hellos, seemingly oblivious to the
flagrant display of pointless, public nudity they saw in front of
them. As Barry turned around, running the circle at the end of this
cul de sac, his back to the wind and the wind in his boys, he saw
something that made him very self-conscious. And because his
surroundings were being controlled by an alien computer reacting to
Barry’s brain and its needs, clothes suddenly appeared on his body,
a digital representation of his nerves and
embarrassment.

He saw a woman named Nikki Graves. She
was sitting in a garden gazebo, having a tea party with life-sized
versions of Barry’s favorite childhood toys. There was a Darth
Vader and a weird little hamster Barry’s grandmother bought for him
at the dollar store when he was seven. It had two buttons for eyes,
one of which was dangling by a thread. Nikki refilled the hamster’s
teacup while the other guest poured tea through a grate in his
black mask.

Barry was too nervous to go over to
her. He knew she wasn’t real. If she was, Barry would have no
problem going over to her and telling her how he felt, how much he
missed her. He had a laundry list of reasons they should get back
together, a scenario he had been rehearsing in his head the entire
time he was here. Years. But she wasn’t real. He didn’t want to
spend the emotional energy it would take, just to find himself
trapped in a tube in an alien prison, galaxies away from
her.

“She’s not real,” Barry
said out loud before jogging in the other direction, his suit and
tie turning into a Batman costume as he calmed down. “She’s not
real.”

***

Barry spent the rest of the evening
under a tree, reading comic books, next to a river filled with a
crisp, flowing combination of iced tea and lemonade. These comic
books were being pulled from Barry’s memories by the computer
keeping him here, brilliantly illustrated stories he read many
times before and that had a special place in his heart.

Admiring the cover of a comic book
entitled Working-Class Superheroes, the phrase ‘Exile Blur’
blazoned across the scales of a space slug named Slurptooth, Barry
started to remember the story, which included the triumphant return
of a powerful, quippy hero named Speed Chicken.

Speed Chicken had the ability to move
at what he jokingly referred to as ‘ludicrous speed’, being an
enormous Mel Brooks fan. He wore a bright red and yellow chicken
mask on his head, eliminating the need for a whole superhero
costume between the distraction of that mask and the way his body
vibrated when he moved.

Being carried by a gold-plated
superhero who skated across the fabric of space with high-tech
roller blades, Speed Chicken was thrown onto the scaly back of the
Slurptooth, as he started to open his mouth to engulf the Earth. As
soon as Speed Chicken’s feet hit the scales, he started running
around the circumference of the slug. He ran faster and faster
until a mini black hole was formed, pulling the slippery
monstrosity and his planet-breaking fangs away from
Earth.

As the Slurptooth used his fins to
“swim” away from the black hole, he was pummeled with powerful
blasts from both the Golden Blader and a second hero who showed up
fashionably late to this epic battle.

“Trench Coat!” Barry
exclaimed when he got to a splash page, a powerful introduction to
a moody hero, his glowing skull ring, spikey hair and flapping
trench coat drawn with vivid detail. “Dylan Freitas! Love this guy!
Best Trench Coat since Savantu!” Barry turned the page again,
admiring a fold-out poster of this scowling crusader deflecting
Slurptooth’s tentacles with energy generated by his ring. It was
this very energy that allowed him to fly through space.

Barry remembered a mini-series he read
about the Trench Coat League, a group of do-gooders from countless
planets who use their skull rings to fight evil. The rings select
their owners, latching on to a quality the Trench Coat leadership
call “righteous anger”. Righteous anger is a kind of compassion
that causes one to become angry when they see someone being
mistreated or abused. Anger springs them to action, but compassion
and a sense of justice are the battery that powers the ring. The
mini-series Barry read was about a coup the members of this league
had with the corrupt, egg-shaped alien beings who previously
organized their missions. Although this group no longer had the
organization they did for centuries, individual Trench Coats were
still out there, fighting the good fight in and around countless
planets.

That is why this human Trench Coat
engaged the Slurptooth.

And he was killed while doing so,
broken in two with a loud KRACK being splashed across another
splash page. With those same tentacles, Slurptooth knocked both
Speed Chicken and Golden Blader into the swirling vortex. Since
Dylan was dead, the skull ring lifted itself off his middle finger,
glowing and scanning surrounding galaxies for another suitor, one
whose anger is firmly directed at injustice.

The comic book ended with the skull
ring being pulled into the vortex along with two heroes and a
corpse, subtly leaving questions in the reader’s mind. Was Dylan’s
skull ring just pulled into the black hole? Or had it selected
either Speed Chicken or Golden Blader as its new suitor?

That was the last comic book in Barry’s
pile, as he had broken up with Nikki around the same time this
issue was published. He stopped collecting comic books and never
read the final issue of ‘Exile Blur’. So, he didn’t know how the
series ended and the alien computer couldn’t pull the final issue
from his brain.

Sipping some more iced tea and
lemonade, fresh from the Arnold Palmer River behind him, Barry was
startled when his lush, garden-like surroundings started to fade,
break apart and pixelate. Part of his brain knew why this was
happening and the other parts were scared, pushing a high-pitched
scream out of his mouth.

Every 72 hours, the computers that
Barry was attached to, funneling this dream world into his head,
had to reboot. He would wake up and become fully aware of the glass
tube he was trapped in, the metal restraints keeping him there and
the countless other tubes surrounding him, containing criminals
from surrounding planets and moons.

And Barry would always take notice of
the one human being among them, a fifty-something black man he
interviewed many times while working for an Earth news outlet
called The Tattler. On Earth, this man was a flamboyant,
charismatic gangster, one who mastered time travel and had
millennia worth of loyal hoodlums in his employ. Here, in this
alien prison, he was trapped in a clear Pringles can, just like
Barry was. His eyes were closed. His section of the prison was on a
different cycle and rebooted at a different time.

“Jive Turkey,” Barry spoke
the only name he knew this man by. “How the heck did you get
here?”












CHAPTER ONE

A HEATED
SITUATION

The year 2688.

With all the state-of-the-art exercise
equipment the Time Travel Police littered their headquarters’
weight room with, Officer Trayvon LeBron preferred a simple pull-up
bar. Other officers were running through virtual reality
simulations on hamster wheels or sparring with spinning punching
bags that had taser-tipped extensions. Trayvon blocked them all out
of his mind, using headphones to hear the ancient movie on the
screen in front of him as he kept his reps consistent.

Sweat dripping from his
forehead, chest and bulging biceps, Trayvon watched a movie that
was made over 700 years prior, one of countless in the digital
library 27th
century Earth dwellers had access to. Trayvon
couldn’t completely explain it, but there was something about crime
movies from the 1970’s, particularly ones with mostly black casts,
that made him smile.

Characters in these movies had a
brimming confidence, a confidence that brimmed from the brims of
hats that were tipped to the side. Most of these characters were
violent hoodlums, drug dealers and pimps whose affinity for fur
coats ironically made them more conspicuous. They spoke with a
slang that Trayvon would struggle to pick up on, given the 700-year
culture gap. Trayvon didn’t really know why they were called
“blaxploitation” films, a word he constantly saw on the menu he
picked the movie from. But he didn’t care. The attitudes of the
main characters in films like ‘Superfly’, ‘Dolemite’ and ‘Coffy’
were infectious, something he felt translated very well to any
aspect of his life.

Don’t let nobody mess with
you, Trayvon silently agreed with one such
film. No matter what you’re doing.
Whatever career. Whatever the passion. Money. Respect. Whatever you
got going on. Don’t let some fool mess with it!

Another aspect of these films Trayvon
related to were the police characters. Because the main characters,
the anti-heroes of these movies, were criminals, the villains were
cops, portrayed as corrupt and abusive so you would root for the
criminals. One such scene gave Trayvon a flashback to an act of
corruption he witnessed with his own eyes.

We’re part of the
problem, Trayvon thought, intensifying his
workout by doing faster reps. Nobody knows
what changes have been made to space-time before someone developed
this flawed system to regulate it. Can’t corrupt a system if there
is none. He remembered one stakeout, in
the year 1882, when he was in the wrong place at the wrong time and
saw Time Travel Police Commissioner Linden Bonin taking a bribe
from Hark Naktu, the Martian-born United States Senator from Rhode
Hampshire. No one knows what that Senator
was trying to cover up, what he changed. No one ever will. Just let
the timeline flow, man. Ride the chaos! Thoughts of quitting the Time Police without putting a target
on his back raced through Trayvon’s mind as he continued to
exercise. I don’t think they know what I
saw, Trayvon thought, letting go of the
bar and dropping to his feet. Makes sense.
The Commish could have had me erased by now.

Picking up a remote control and turning
the movie screen off, Trayvon’s bleak thoughts brightened up
quickly when he saw the cheery face of an old friend of his,
Detective Aileen Buckman. “Another pimp movie?” she teased, wiping
her forehead with the towel on her shoulders.

“No, this one’s about a
nurse who goes undercover to kick some gangland butt,” Trayvon
replied, getting into a fighting stance and kicking the air. “Sound
familiar?”

“Well, I’m not a nurse,”
she fired back, making her friend laugh.

“Did you get my RSVP for
your wedding?” Trayvon asked.

“I did. Thank
you.”

“Cool. I’m going on
vacation next week, but I’ll be back in plenty of time.” Trayvon’s
assurance made Aileen smile.

“Are you sure you don’t
want me to pencil you in for a plus one?” Aileen asked.

“Ha,” Trayvon scoffed. “You
know I don’t date women for two whole weeks.” When Aileen seemed
disappointed by her friends’ reaction, Trayvon responded. “Don’t
give me that look, Aileen. Same reason you’re quitting this place
after you get married. This job is tough on a
relationship.”

“That’s true,” she
admitted. “All that time away. We zip around in time machines and
they never get us back on time
after a mission. I don’t know how many dinners
with Adam I’ve missed and he’s like ‘Time machine! Hello?’” Aileen
laughed. “He wants to build me my own time machine, so I’ll have a
ride home.”

“Well, I’m sure Adam’s
worried about reprisals too, what bad dude might come after him to
get to you. And we have it worse than regular law enforcement,
because our enemies might be powerful enough to have us
erased if they’re paid
up with the right people. No power to save them. I don’t care about
having all the power in a relationship, it’s not about that. I just
want the power to protect them.”

“Because you care,” Aileen
understood.

“Because I give a damn,”
Trayvon reworded. “That’s why this job is perfect for a
playa!”

Just then, every screen in TTPD
Headquarters, including the one Trayvon was using to watch ‘Coffy’,
broadcast the same thing. It was the image of Time Commissioner
Bonin, telling “every available officer” to “congregate in the
conference room. We have a mission”.

Two hundred years prior.
2488.

Completely different
timeline.

Sitting on the floor of her son’s
bedroom, samurai swords in a sheath on her back, twenty-something
Flora Skanner played hologram video games with her 9-year-old son
Polar. They both had wireless game controllers strapped to their
fingers and were waving them around, controlling musket-toting
characters on the screen. The setting of this game was the American
Civil War and both Flora and Polar had teamed up to rescue
President Abraham Lincoln, who had been kidnapped by the
Confederacy. The liberties being taken with historical facts became
obvious when these two Northern soldiers hopped into a
fire-breathing robot dinosaur they found in a cave.

As much as Flora enjoyed playing video
games with her son, she was primarily doing it to block out the
arguing she heard from the other room, between two members of a
unique strike team. They had a mission tonight and things were off
to a bumpy start.

Herb, a muscular, green-skinned man
with leafy vines protruding from his head, paced back and forth,
crushing his cigarette as he scowled. This annoyed the other man in
this room, a merman named Namquid, who was trying to fix a
high-tech piece of equipment with a magnetic screwdriver. The
tentacles on his head were still, stoic, which should have made it
obvious to Herb that the man-squid was trying to concentrate. “The
guy who hired us for this job,” Namquid explained, pulling a pair
of pliers out of a toolbox. “He said you had to get the frequency
just right to pierce dimensions.”

There was a cyborg sitting right next
to Namquid at this kitchen table, basically a robot with a human
head and small wheels on his outer thighs. His name was Trevor, a
name given to him by his human mother before his drastic
transformation into a Law Enforcement Cyborg, only to be
reprogrammed by Namquid later after a glitch. Trevor was staring
straight ahead, his computer brain logged into security cameras the
governing World Council had placed in countless private homes. He
was keeping tabs on his human mother and his little brother,
through cameras they didn’t know were there, making sure they were
okay from a distance, silently, digitally. This camera feed in
Trevor’s mind was interrupted when Namquid started plugging his
device into tiny ports on Trevor’s chest.

“Christ!” muttered Herb.
“Why did we trust this schmuck anyway? Nutjob in a fur
coat!”

That was when the arguing
started, with Namquid loudly pointing out that Herb was the one who
introduced them to their new boss in the first place and Herb
getting defensive. Trevor stayed silent, making the precise
calculations this machine would need to open a portal to a parallel
dimension. Flora tried her best to block out the negativity,
something she had become quite good at in the time she was dating
Herb. Her devotion to the cause this team was fighting for was the
only thing keeping her from telling the loud-mouthed mutant plant
man where to shove a sock. Herb can’t
handle not being in control of everything, Flora thought truthfully. He has to
be in control.

There was a knock on the door. Flora
jumped up. scrambling to answer it. It was Polar’s babysitter, a
fish-faced elderly woman named Hoki whose infectious smile,
grinning from gill to gill, prompted a hug from Flora. And Polar
too, once he realized she was there.

Flora, Herb and Namquid were all
wearing black leather jumpsuits that read H.E.A.T. (Humans for
Ethical Animal Treatment) on the lapel. Trevor’s robot body was
painted black with these letters to match his teammates’ uniforms.
As soon as Hoki and Polar started setting up a multi-level dragon’s
lair checkers game, the device Namquid was working on sparked to
life. A portal opened in the middle of the apartment. This portal
swirled with infinite energy, countless shades of blue, resulting
in cheering by the entire team, save for Trevor, who strapped a
helmet to his head, covering the only human part of his
physique.

“Time to rock and roll,”
Herb said as the team filed through the portal, carrying duffel
bags filled with weapons and other equipment. Flora stayed back,
blowing a kiss to Polar one last time before jumping into the blue
swirls. “For organic life!”

Back to the other
timeline.

2022.

His feet resting on a counter, a
security guard named Ralph watched television in a glass booth with
his radio tightly in hand. His belt was armed with a gun and a
billy club. It was after midnight. Search lights moved back and
forth on the grounds surrounding him, assisting the surveillance
efforts of armed guards in the above tower. Ralph checked in with
them every fifteen minutes, per his instructions, as he guarded the
front gate of what he thought was a correctional facility. He had
no reason to believe it was anything different. Sure, he heard the
rumors, about the government transporting these prisoners to other
places for medical experiments, but he didn’t think that was any of
his business.

Ralph lived and worked in Montana, USA,
in a timeline where extraterrestrials from the planet Kardash had
taken over the planet Earth. They siphoned every semblance of
control from the human leaders of its various countries, ruling the
planet with an iron claw. For many, the only semblance of hope came
from the candidacy of an American president by the name of Lee
Finn, a half-man, half-fish Ralph was paying rapt attention to
right now as he spoke at a press conference.

President Finn had been criticized in
the past for his bipartisanship, his attempts to help the alien
invaders repair their heavily polluted planet so they would go
home. Some saw it as a dishonest way to get more votes in a society
where a human’s vote only counted for half against their alien
betters. Others saw it as a wise way to get the aliens off the
planet, one that would prevent a war humans could never
win.

Scoffing at a politician he dismissed
as a “bleeding heart liberal”, Ralph changed the channel to a
different news program. Standing in front of a blue screen that
read ‘People Watch’, a grey-haired TV host named Robert Nealon told
a gripping story about a working-class man fighting the system to
get his daughter back. This caught Ralph’s attention, reminding
this divorced father of his own beloved children, conjoined twins
named Mandy and Sandy.

“Meet Jason Jacobs,” the
host began, showing a vacation photo of their subject. In the
photo, Jason was in a boat, holding up a fish he caught as his
red-haired toddler daughter smiled at her father. “Fifteen years
ago, Jason was a married father of one, running his own dental
practice, supporting both his daughter and his wife’s passion for
social justice causes.” Another family photo showed Jason’s wife
holding their daughter and kissing her on the cheek. “But he claims
his now-deceased wife was duped into handing their daughter over to
a government experiment where her DNA was spliced with that of an
animal.”

“My daughter is autistic,”
Jason explained to Robert and the camera crew in front of him.
“When she was six, she was obsessed with lizards. That was her
special interest, which most autistic kids have, this one obsession
they focus on and want to learn everything about. Liz’s
pediatrician was an old friend of ours from college and, I knew my
wife used to date him, but I had no reason to mistrust her at the
time. I thought he was a good doctor.”

“Mr. Jacobs claims that his
daughter’s pediatrician injected her with an experimental lizard
DNA serum and that his wife went along with it,” Robert explained,
showing some adorable pictures of a red-haired six-year-old at
play. Ralph cringed at one final picture of this same little girl,
her face distorted with the effects of the serum. She had green
scales, staring up at the camera with mischievous red eyes, a
whip-like tail curled up behind her.

“Yikes!” Ralph said,
lifting his head to make sure there were no cars pulling up to his
booth.

“Even after finding out he
was not Liz’s biological father and
when law enforcement found no record of any
pediatrician named Dr. Blazi in the Tri-County area, Mr. Jacobs
embarked on a fifteen-year campaign to get his daughter back,” the
host continued, over video of a sobbing father.

“I’ve written letters to
President Finn. I’ve contacted every government official, drummed
up support on social media, got 400,000 signatures on my petition,”
Jason explained, his voice cracking. “I mean, how the hell did her
doctor just disappear? That alone is more suspicious than if he was
right here, on this show, denying my story to my face!” Jason’s words were
peppered with emotion as he held back tears. He finally stopped
talking, placed his head in his hands and sobbed some more. “I just
want to see her,” he cried.

“When we come back, we talk
to the last two people who saw Liz’s mother Carrie
alive,” Robert said to
the camera, a segway to a commercial break. But before the ‘People
Watch’ logo could pop up on the screen again, over a police sketch
of small, but ferocious lizard babies, Ralph was distracted by the
piercing sound of a muffler-free motorcycle. He leapt to his feet,
billy club in hand and turned towards the sound.

He gazed into the night sky and gawked
in astonishment as a motorcycle sailed over the nearby electrified
barbed wire fence, tires spinning in a trail of smoke. As the bike
passed one of the search light beams, Ralph could see a woman
riding it, samurai swords on her back. In mid-air, this limber
young woman flipped off the motorcycle like a gymnast, unsheathing
her swords. Before she could land on her feet, the motorcycle began
to transform. Parts slid here and parts slid there until it became
a robot. Both the woman and this robot, Flora and Trevor, landed on
their feet, a few feet apart, at exactly the same time, in relaxed
fighting stances.

Ralph slapped the button that sounded
the alarm as Trevor pointed his arm at the building. Popping sounds
were heard as Trevor shot round discs from a cannon. Before Ralph
could wonder what they were, a Mack truck plowed an adjacent fence
at high enough speeds to damage the fence and send this 18-wheeler
off at least four of its wheels. Skidding sideways for a few feet,
the trailer hit the guard tower hard enough to knock a few bodies
out of said tower, screaming, flailing and firing their weapons as
they fell.

That was when the pods Trevor had
dispensed, now attached to the side of the building, detonated,
blowing holes that allowed shadowy figures to emerge from the
breached prison cells. Herb and Namquid jumped out of the cab of
the truck. Namquid opened the back as Ralph progressively got a
better look at the inmates of this facility, their images
illuminated by the flames of the explosions.

They were mutants, all of them humans
with some animal features. Ralph saw a young man with orange and
black tiger fur, a woman with a bird’s beak and talons and a burly
humanoid figure with a nose ring and tusks. “What kind of facility
is this?” Ralph asked himself out loud, confident there were many
weird things he had not been told about this place.

Herb was standing in front of the open
back door of the trailer, gesturing for these mutants to get in.
“We are here to free you, brothers and sisters!” he bellowed as
Namquid and Flora tried to help, greeting the liberated with
friendly smiles. The escaped mutants seemed nervous, understandably
cautious. “From those who would tamper with and oppress organic
life!”

“I don’t think I trust
you!” volunteered the bird lady.

With a smile, Herb pointed at the
section of the fence he had knocked down with the truck. “You don’t
need to,” he said to her. “You are free as a…well, you know the
rest!”

Suddenly, round circles of
light appeared over the heads of the HEAT liberators. These were
personalized time portals and soon, armored police officers dropped
out of them, pointing weapons at all four activists, startling
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